Presentation on the Documenting the Home Project – Louisa Knight. 

SSN & SSCG What to do with Wooden Spoons? May 2010.

I’ve been working at the Geffrye since September 2009 on the Documenting the Home project. This is a hub-funded initiative that began as a joint venture with MoDA. From April last year I’ve continued part time here at the Geffrye. 

The project’s aim was to build a framework for capturing information about homes. We wanted to find out about people’s homes as a physical space as well as a site of social interaction and activity.

We initially contacted past donors of domestic objects to take part and later we invited any willing individual we were in communication with to be involved.  

Over the last year and a half we’ve amassed a body of material comprised of written and oral testimony, photographs, house plans, diaries and now home movies. 

The collection is a grown into a series of snapshots of English homes from a wide range of people, representing various types of properties and spanning the decades. 
So to give you a bit of background and explain the factors that have fed into this project and created the imperative for it.  

Objects in the collection with incomplete histories and skeletal records:  

This is an issue common to most museums particularly those who have been collecting for many years.
Material on management files 

At the request of curators, donors have written letters and sent photographs about homes related to objects they have donated this sits on the museum records along with exhibition files which can hold similar material like interviews and photo series.
Without proper clearance the status of this sort of material can be unclear and there is legal implications for its reuse. From 2007 these sorts of items have been extracted from files, contributors have been re-contacted and permission gained to formally add the material to the collection. This means for example, photos and interviews from WIFR can now be reused and accessed by the public. 
New approaches to understanding the home: 

This project is indicative of a conceptual shift at the Geffrye: an expansion of the notion of ‘home’. This has been reflected in public programmes and education for some time. But also more recently the SSN has contributed to this - particularly opening us up to interdisciplinary approaches to studies of the home.
We were hoping this project was a way of contextualising the museum’s main subject: the urban, middle class English living room. Understanding the whole house, helps us better understand a living room. The characteristics of a middle class home can be more apparent in light of other homes on the social spectrum; similarly with urban homes in view of suburban or country ones.

The documenting the home project is a chance to go beyond the artefact acquisition remit, to work with a broader range of people and represent them in the collection. We have been able to gather responses from any interested person; furthermore – the mass production of twentieth century goods for the home means we can enrich our objects with home histories written by people who have owned objects like those in our collection. 
The Project – how we went about this

We started by creating a survey to send to donors of domestic objects in the collection. This was comprised of an 
Object Question Form and a four page Questionnaire about a related home. We also asked for photos and a list of rooms and/or a floor plan. 
Later we modified the questionnaire to fit Christmas objects, childhood homes, people who had an object in multiple homes, when the object was a photograph, when there wasn’t an object… things got more complex.
We also re-worked the Archive Clearance Form: It is really important ensure the donors have a clear understanding about what would happen to their contribution. As a rule, we ask people to assign us the copyright they hold, thus allowing us to better control its use. 
We then went about contacting people to take part in the survey. We started off with 68 past donors from the last ten and got 38 responses. 

The second initiative was surveying residents of Ethelburga Tower to coincide with a photography exhibition of the living rooms in this tower. We also interviewed the artist about his experiences of visiting his neighbour’s homes. 
Thirdly, we undertook a contemporary Christmas Survey for 2008, asking people to fill in questionnaires, keep diaries, and give us sets of Christmas cards and photographs reflecting their celebrations in 2008. 

The last development of the project has been a contemporary homes survey – which we have pitched to people who have contacted the department with donations we cannot accept. 
So in total we've contacted 250 individuals for the different initiatives which has lead to about 109 collections.
The Questionnaire
The initial format was as follows: For re-contacted donors, we have a separate sheet for people to fill in about the object in question: Where, when, what room, any memories.
We then had a Homes and Home Owners Questionnaire. We wanted some empirical data about the property, as well as descriptions of home activities and opinions on some subjective topics like style, relationships in the home and identity.
We therefore divided the questionnaire into four sections. 
Questions about the Property where we also gave a space for people to draw or list the houserooms, using their family terms for each space. 
Questions about the Home: where meals were eaten, cooking cleaning, favourite areas, how the place compared to the neighbours.
The questions about ‘the main living area’ – about decorating and style. 

Lastly we asked the respondent to ‘describe themselves’ for us in their own terms. We asked their name, age, occupation, gender, religion, nationality/ethnicity, their partner’s occupation and if they could, what would they define their class as. 
We’ve had to adapt the questionnaire- some variations listed there. 
Photographs

Photographs we’ve received in through this project have been wonderful; some real treasures. 
We’ve been particularly interested in people’s own photographs – which removed the intervention of the museum in process of capturing the space. 
When the home described has been an individual’s current residence, we have asked for them to take panoramic shots of the living room and also one shot of each other room in the house. This has met with varying degrees of success.
Created a ‘Photograph Question Form’ to ask specific things we wanted to know about the image has been really rewarding and taught us a lot about the rationale behind home photography. For example, people describe how they took particular shots ‘for the family record’ or ‘to show overseas relatives their home’ or in the case of a respondent to the Christmas survey; it was a tradition to take an extended group family photograph in their parent’s hallway each year.
Digital photography has been a learning curve during this project. We are dealing with emailed digital files and camera phone photographs, poor quality home printed photos and some people who send us masses of images These issues have forced us to consider what are our standard requirements for photography in the collection and we are doing our best to ensure we maintain this.v5.30
Example 1 – Mrs Valerie Fox
Valerie and her husband visited the museum in 2004 and wrote a letter after spotting the Hertzberger fabric in one of the rooms. She sent two photographs showing the fabric in the house. We re contacted her last year and she was very enthusiastic about contributing. She told us about the two photographs, which show a Christmas party in 1958/59 thrown by her tenants at the time; she also gave four other photographs of the house and completed the survey.

Valerie and her husband lived in Hull, East Yorkshire with their son and tenants from 1957 to 1968. They purchased their house in 1957 for £1,350. It was a terraced house built approximately 1880 with 4 bedrooms. Mr Fox worked for British rail. He was an electrician and a charge hand. In her response Mrs Fox describes some changes they made to the property, the pet they had: Peter rabbit who lived in the shed but was allowed in the house too. She describes the front room and describes its contents, how they furnished it 
The room had jazzy curtains (0190) and patterned wallpaper. The long wall had a grey wallpaper with large ovals on it. The other three walls were papered in red & yellow with a pattern of lines in black. 11.50

Example 2 - Frank Stanton 

Frank Stanton, b. 1931. An artist, painter, teacher. He and his partner Leigh Underhill ran an antique shop at 100 Islington High Street, London, N1 and lived about the property, 1959-1994. He currently lives in Crouch End. 

Two of Stanton’s paintings were used in the exhibition and subsequent publication by the Geffrye Home and Garden. In 2008 he donated Front Room: Islington High Street (1968) to the Museum. Garden: Islington High Street (1968) currently hangs in his living room. Stanton also has a roll of the wallpaper as shown in Front Room that he has offered to donate to the museum. These two paintings and the wallpaper are discussed in the first section of the interview.  

Still a work in progress

· Cataloguing: there is still a lot to do as well as a bit of a backlog on the retrospective cataloguing from past exhibitions. 
· Use: Beyond an accessible resource in the curatorial office, we are still working out how the Documentation of the Home Collection (as it will be known) is going to be used at the Geffrye – this is at the moment more related to how it could feature in Search the Collections online. 
· The project has raised issues for us about the storage, reproduction of digital media: we have acquired digital recordings, photographs and documents over the course of this project. I’ve touched on the problems with digital image quality already, but there are other issues about storage and reproduction. 
· Data protection: We need to ensure that the names and addresses are appropriately censored if they are still at their current address etc. One’s home is a private space so it’s a very generous thing for people to let us have this material to use and share. This is where the importance of the Archive Clearance Form is apparent. 
· Qualitative and quantitative data: This project is a mix of both. This method does not lend itself to quantifiable conclusions, but I think it does give a more realistic and textured understanding of homes. 
· The Complexity of home: The project has definitely highlighted the fact that homes are fluid and complex constructs: interiors are not static, occupant’s change or move and with them objects move, and it’s a challenge to capture this through a four page survey about a home. These are in turn, the biographies of homes, of objects, of people.

Examples of recieved material:
Historic Photographs

Isa Gibson and her flatmate; Millie and visiting her rather than filling out the form
Outside the living room

Avocado bathroom suite and example of a rejected donor taking part - For example, ‘unfortunately your LP collection does not fit our collecting unit, but can I tell you about another way you could contribute to our collection? We are currently running a contemporary homes survey…’ 

The garden

Twine and the turtle – also living in the house for his whole life, and his family since 1860. 

Christmas

Class
Stuart D: ‘Firmly middle class – shading to lower middle class and upper middle class at extremities. Origins: Welsh Peasantry.’ 
Cherry C: ‘Middle class but my parents always insisted we treat everyone with respect which is what I always try to do and have taught my own children to do.’ 
Mrs Fox: ‘This is difficult to answer. Working class then but middle class now. Most of our neighbours are better off now but we all get on well and keep any eye out for each other.’
The 1960s Room

So, finally, I wanted to demonstrate the way that this project has enriched the collection here at the Geffrye. This is the 1960s room and currently we have responses from about eight different donors with information about the original homes of the curtains, sofa, Guy Rogers chair x2, Table, Wall unit, three legged chair, John Piper Print, staircase. 

Quote from the chair owner: ‘I remember my niece in Germany, when she came, she thought, ‘God! a three-legged chair?  tut-tut-tut!’  But then she furnished her place in a similar way.  They were fine, until I had grandchildren, because they were really dangerous for grandchildren.’ 
Outcome

· Enrich objects in the collection with a fuller historical context about their past home and homemakers.

· Enrich the collection by going beyond the artefact collection’s remit of living rooms/ London/ middleclass – and engage with the home as whole entity as well as recording information about home activities and homemakers.

· Provide a means for participation for interested parties who want to have something in the collection and/or contribute to home history

· A body of material that can be available to researchers of home histories and which can support museum activities: public programmes, exhibitions, the website.

